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TURNABOUT

N APRIL 29, 1992,
[ 'was 20 vears old and
areporter at the LA
Weekty. T had a mod-
est following among
the City's progres-
sives, particularly
those sympathet-
ic to immigrants’ rights, Forty-eight hours lat-
er 1 was riding limousines to TV studios, had
a worldwide audience and, soon enough, invi-
tations to lecture. Voices on the phone had all
Kinds of propositions for work. 1 became a bona
fide spokesperson for “my people” who had, to

the shock of many, been central protagonists of

the violence, (In an oft-cited riot statistic, ulti-
mately more Latinos were arrested than Afri-
can Americans.)

[ was perfectly positioned for the role. T was
bilingual, the son and grandson of immigrants
[ also had, I'm now thoroughly embarmssed to
admit, the night look of the moment. Borrowing
from the Gipsy Kings and various incarnations
of Latin pop, [ wore a goatee, my hair in a pony-
tail, red shirts, and flamboyant ties, Sleepless-

THE RIOTS NEEDED THEIR NARRATORS, AND THIS
BILINGUAL SON OF IMMIGRANTS EMEBRACED THE ROLE.
UNTIL HE DIDN’T BY RUBEN MARTINEZ

Iy bounding from KCET's studios, where [ had
just started cohosting a local politics and culture
series called Life & Times, to barrios in flames
to my desk at the Weekly to emergency activist
meetings, | dido't have much time to reflect on
that positioning, though in retrospect the angry
voung man I embodied was fucled in great part
by the tension inherent in the role. The prom-
ise of the civil rghts movement had been to ar-
rive at a place where we were no longer judged
by the color of our skin, but the “white” media
needed me to be brown

Which I was. And of course [ was so much
more. [ was middle ¢lass and a generation re-
moved from Latin American poverty. My pater-
nal grandparents had sung opera, my Salvador-
an mother was a psychologist and a poet, 1 loved
rock and roll and baseball. But during the riots,
there was real blood on the streets and despera-
tion in the immigrant neighborhoods, and peo-
ple were looking for a kind of authenticity they
thought I could provide. [ represented, as they
say, but not without feeling as though I'd entered
into something of a devil’s bangain

[ made money ¢CoNTINUED ON PAGE 168)
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